Studies in the Maternal, 1 (1) 2009 www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk Lastly, she pictured to herself how this same little sister of hers would, in the after-time, be herself a grown woman; how she would keep, through all her riper years, the simple and loving heart of her childhood: and how she would gather about her other little children, and make their eyes bright and eager with many a strange tale, perhaps even with the dream of Wonderland of long ago: and how she would feel with all their simple sorrows, and find a pleasure in all their simple joys, remembering her own child-life, and the happy summer days.
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Gail Lewis
I
Prologue
Read it to me again Mum, pleeeeease, just once more. Ok, but you know you will just cry and then you won't sleep. I won't cry, I promise. Ok, but just once, then lights out.
But her sister sat still just as she had left her, leaning her head on her hand, watching the setting sun, and thinking of little Alice and all her wonderful Adventures, till she too began dreaming after a fashion, and this was her dream: First, she dreamed of little Alice herself, and once again the tiny hands were clasped upon her knee, and the bright eager eyes were looking up at hers -she could hear the very tones of her voice […] and […] as she listened, or seemed to listen, the whole place around her became alive with the strange creatures […] middle-class comforts should provide the ground upon which the psychic dramas produced by my experience of being mothered were in part played out.
II
Conversations
Did you know Mum that in 1942 some bloke called Major General Arthur Arnold Bullick Dowler wrote a secret note called, 'Notes on Relations with Coloured
Troops 4 . It wasn't to be published but it warned against white women mixing with black American troops. It said:
Among the American troops in this country are a number of units whose personnel are coloured troops. Their Officers are white though there are some coloured officers. It is to…be borne in mind that they contribute a valuable service to the prosecution of the war by the provision of labour both skilled and unskilled. Their presence in England presents a new problem to British men and women brought in contact with them. They are American citizens and there is no discrimination between the two but the racial problem is there and cannot be ignored.
It is necessary, therefore, for the British, both men and women, to realize the problem and to adjust their attitude so that it conforms to that of the white American citizen. Birthing Racial Difference Studies in the Maternal, 1 (1) 2009 www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk […] While there are many coloured men of high mentality and cultural distinction, the generality are of a simple mental outlook. They work hard when they have no money and when they have money prefer to do nothing until it is gone. In short they have not the white man's ability to think and act to a plan. Their spiritual outlook is well known and their songs give a clue to their nature. They are natural psychologists in that they can size up the white man's character and can take advantage of a weakness. Too much freedom, too wide associations with white men tend to make them lose their heads and have on occasions led to civil strife.
[…] White women should not associate with coloured men. It follows then, they should not walk out, dance, or drink with them. Do not think such action hard or unsociable. They do not expect your companionship and such relations would in the end only result in strife.
And I was thinking Mum, that when he talked about "coloured" men being "simple" and only working when they really needed to that it was like he was echoing another guy called Carlyle I mean we know it can speak secrets and desire and knowledge, the underside, or maybe Mum with full awareness of the over-determined character of its use here, I
can call it the dark side, the dark side of love and desire and erotic bodily contact.
How much you learned from this aspect of the language of skin, eh Mum. How the experience of the skin's social language became a generative force and honed in you an emotional sensibility as to the costs of socially illicit sexual desire. Like when Peter Tatchell, an out gay man, tried to stand as the Labour Party candidate in Bermondsey in 1981. And you would say in a tone that spoke recognition and grief:
"They'll crucify him, they'll crucify him" as tears welled-up in your eyes as much for the echo of that other kind of socially illegitimate love and desire as for his. to the medal ceremony, do you remember Mum, we all took our plates of foodchicken, macaroni and cheese, corn bread, cabbage salad, greens and potatoes. Cokes, that strange, new to us, drink root beer plus regular beer. There was always so much food at Betty's -and it was a bit like our food, I mean West Indian food in that there were similar ingredients and the way we ate was similar but it was different too -they had pork but no jerk, sweet potato but they were not white, chicken but no rice and peas, collard greens but no callaloo or bread fruit, that kind of thing.
We loved it didn't we, Mum. They seemed pretty well provided for didn't they -and going round the PX on the base was such a surprise the first few times, so many items, so much food, all so cheap. But the material possessions hid a mountain of stuff didn't it Mum -especially the costs to them all, the women as much as the men, of the fact that all the men had served in 'Nam, some, like Mike, three timesthey were pretty messed up weren't they. And still they talked about the US-of-A as Birthing Racial Difference What way do they go? From gold to bronze or the other way round? Whichever way the gold medal winner stands in the middle and so that was Tommy. Anyway when they are all on their podiums and the US anthem is playing -we see the fists rise up, as if in slow motion, not a hand across the chest or both hands by their sides but two black hands above two slightly bowed heads and two white hands held down by the guy's side. And as though co-ordinated by some invisible force, as each of us saw that symbol and felt its power, we jumped up, as if one, and as our fists rose above our heads -all 12 -13 of us -and yelled, "yes! Black Power, Black Power", as we leapt to our feet and the floorboards of Betty's suburban semi-trembled under the weight of our energy, our pride, our delight.
You were with us -or more like you were with that white boy from Australia, or was it New Zealand? -who acted in solidarity with Tommy and John by refusing to salute and wearing a badge showing his support for them.
"Uh, wit' your bad self, and say it loud I'm black and I'm proud".
And we did and we were. You saw that Mum didn't you and laughed and cheered.
But it was far more complicated than simple gestures of solidarity -I mean, as I've been saying, in the confines of intimate life -it was far more messy and ambivalent, wasn't it Mum. I mean we all were together, and you and Paula and
Pauline and Pat, all of you had black children and had been sharing your lives with black folk for at least twenty years by that time hadn't you?
So it wasn't about separation, was it Mum. I mean you -we, were all living together but it didn't mean that all racial cleavage and antagonism disappeared from our lives, did it. And I don't mean just antagonisms that came from outside like when we were petrol bombed in the middle of the Notting Hill Riots in 1958/9 when white 'Teddy boys' had attacked black people in and around that area and Kelso Cochrane had been murdered by racists. I can no more disown him than I can my white grandmother -a woman who helped raise me, a woman who sacrificed again and again for me, a woman who loves me as much as she loves anything in this world, but a woman who once confessed her fear of black men who passed by her on the street, and who on more than one occasion has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe 10 .
We know that don't we? I mean we have some stories to tell about that kind of thing, that proximity of love and racism, the simultaneous closeness and distance, the us-ing and them-ing inside the family. And I think stories like ours -like Obama'sneed telling. Because I was reading some stuff that a black woman psychoanalyst from the USA called Kathleen Pogue White 11 has written about surviving hate and being hated and she was saying that she thinks that we all have our hate stories to tell but that there is a taboo about doing so 12 . And mostly she's thinking and writing about racial hatred though she knows that hatred takes many forms. And Mum she recounts a story from one of the black women she saw as a patient, a black woman called
Marsha and who had a white mother and a black father, a woman who was very successful in her working life but somehow is lonely and unhappy and who describes herself as "a typical evil nigger bitch" 13 . Anyway this woman patient thought that her mother had died when she was a baby and that this was the cause of the fact that she was inconsolable as a baby. This is beyond our experience isn't it Mum, far beyond and even though almost no-one who has lived it ever talks about it, it shows that you are not alone and that in our way we too know very well, don't we Mum, the violences skin differences can provoke.
But we also know that they can propel to the fore the love side of ambivalence.
Like I mean, forgive me for darting back and forth across time, but do you remember that thing that happened to me? That time about a year after I had come back from Sri
Lanka and Dai and I were living at home with you in the flat in Headstone Drive. This was about a year after Dai and I had married. God it was hard at that time wasn't it, Mum -you know the early/mid-70s -the racial atmosphere was thick and threatening like anything could happen anytime and round our area we started to see all that racist graffiti and KBW -Keep Britain White -slogans like in the 60s, daubed on walls. I was coming home from college I think, it was when I'd decided to try and get my 'A' levels, do you remember how amazing that decision was… but anyway. I was coming home from college and Dai was with me and suddenly I was on the ground, my leg collapsed from under me. At first I don't think I felt any pain, I was just astounded and then a burst of fire all along my right thigh just as I realised what had happened the moment before.
Kick, kick, kick.
"Nigger cunt" seeping like a frothy acid from the mouth of the white guy walking past me -obviously he didn't want me in 'his space'.
We hid it from you for about a week. I was determined you were not to find Oh, how much we know. And we can tell how those used to communicating through the skin's social and emotional voice can love anyway -even in face of punishment and rejection and danger.
IV
Adhesions
You said that when you were in the 'mother and baby' home that single women were sent to in the 1950s when giving birth to 'illegitimate' children, that the Matron kept on at you to give me up for adoption. Begged you, is what you said. She said that you would then be free to get on with your life unhindered and that for you she would even bend the rules and let you meet the black man/white woman, married couple she had who wanted to adopt. He was a doctor she said and they were 'well to do' and it would give me a good home and start in life and free you……. You were tempted you said but couldn't do it -were stuck to me. But even with this myth, this repeated refrain -I was wanted, I was wanted, I
was wanted -sometimes, sometimes, times that went on for a long time in fact -I But maybe, too, those abortions were the symbol of how impossible you found it to have black children -to have me. Perhaps I was too much, too much to bear.
And there was that terrible dream you had, do you remember? You were in a back room which you swore was our back room in Kilburn, the one you would retreat to after reading me Alice. And there was a foetus, almost fully formed and it was dancing around as though a puppet on a string and you were screaming. Then you woke up. And you wept that time too Mum, telling me it was a boy, your would-havebeen son whose nearly fully-formed head was squashed under-foot by his wouldhave-been father, in front of your tear-filled eyes and ripped apart uterus. And you never had another abortion. But you did have Lorraine.
And for us -me -the one who was birthed, there was the time I came to meet you from work in Wembley. You were working at the chemist's then and it was a time when we were really poor and your and dad's relationship was nearly at rock bottom. How old was I then, was Lorraine born yet? I can't remember but in my mind I am about 11 or so, so she would have been. And of course I arrived too early and I waited for you and as usual I couldn't wait to see you (you were always surprised at that weren't you, remember that time you came back from the USA and I cried and held you tight at the airport and you said 'Look at you', and I was 21 then).
But at Wembley I was about 11 -and though I can't remember it all, I do remember as if it were now, how you saw me, and froze a moment, went whiter than white and You know when you needed someone to go down the housing to sort out about the tenancy and I said "I'll go tomorrow". And I felt rather than heard what you said as, once again, you froze momentarily and said "maybe Nan should go". And after a long pause, I heard you say "You understand, don't you?" I wanted to be sick Mum. I wanted to scream at you, that, no, I didn't understand. That I wouldn't collude with your racism and to ask you how could you do that to me -again. Instead, I said "well ok, but you're being silly, it won't make any difference" and rubbed your feet and held your head to try and stop it shaking because you loved me to do that -it helped lessen the trembling induced by the chemotherapy, the chemotherapy cocktail they said would be like a sledge-hammer battering your system. Oh Mum. And on the ward you were so proud of me -your oldest black daughter.
Birthed two times in a few minutes -once in racial difference, once in tenderness and care.
And that was the pattern wasn't it Mum, I mean we danced sameness and difference all the time didn't we, navigating the external and internal landscapes of was talking with/about you. What could I say Mum -that we loved him, that music was always with us, that it reflected our trials, induced our changes, spoke our possibilities. All I said was that we loved him. And there's this new woman now Mum called Madeleine Peyroux and she wants to be Billy but can't be -who could?
-but she's not bad and when she sings Leonard Cohen's Dance me to the End of Love I remember that you taught me the pain of race, the joy of dancing, the meaning of love, ------and an acute awareness of just what has to be faced -socially, collectively and personally -in the pursuit of social, political and psychic change.
I love you Mum.
All the things we say.
All the things we say. 
